
Cherish House   
8 Coke Lane 
Smithfield 
Dublin 7 
D07 EN2Y 

t: +353 1 662 9212 | e: info@onefamily.ie 
askonefamily lo-call helpline: 1890 662 212 

Company Name: Cherish CLG | Company No. 45364  
Charity No. 6525 | Charities Regulatory Authority No. 20012212 

www.onefamily.ie 

Special Committee on Covid-19 Response 
Leinster House 
Dublin 2 

Ref: Submission to Special Oireachtas Committee on Covid-19 Response on the 
topic of Childcare 

15 June 2020 

Dear Aileen, 

Please find attached a written submission regarding the topic of childcare for the 
attention of the Special Committee on Covid-19 Response, as requested. 

This submission has been prepared by: 

Name: Karen Kiernan 
Organisation: One Family 
Position: CEO 
Contact: 01 6629212 or kkiernan@onefamily.ie 
Address: 8 Coke Lane, Smithfield, Dublin 7 

If you require any further information, please do not hesitate to get in touch. 

Kind regards, 

Karen Kiernan 
CEO, One Family 

SCC19R-R-0223(ii) D

mailto:kkiernan@onefamily.ie


Karen Kiernan | CEO | One Family | www.onefamily.ie | kkiernan@onefamily.ie Page 1 

Submission to Special Oireachtas Committee on Covid-19 
Response on the topic of Childcare| 12 June 2020 

1 Introduction 

One Family welcomes the opportunity to formally submit on the issue of childcare to 
the Special Committee on Covid-19 Response. One Family is Ireland’s national 
organisation for one-parent families. We provide a range of specialist family support 
services to people parenting alone, those sharing parenting, parents who are 
separating and their children. We represent issues affecting one-parent families on a 
range of committees including the National Advisory Council on Better Outcomes, 
Brighter Futures1 and the Board of the Courts Service. 

As well sharing our experience of being a community-based provider of a small 
specialist early years service, we will also provide policy analysis of the needs of the 
thousands of lone parents across Ireland who are unable to work due to a lack of 
childcare. 

We are also cognisant that there is a constant tension between the needs and rights 
of children to a quality early years education and care service; and the childcare 
needs of parents to enable them to participate in education and employment. Whilst 
the goal should be to provide a high quality integrated service that meets both needs, 
this will require significantly high levels of state investment to make it a reality. 

One Family’s Early Years Intervention Service (EYIS) is unique amongst services 
provided to many disadvantaged communities as we work with those children who 
are unable to access mainstream services and who are frequently on the edge of care. 
We provide sessional and half-sessional childcare services to the youngest children, 
under the age of 2 years, 8 months, who are unable to access mainstream services. In 
2019 65 children and their parents used our service. Many of these babies and young 
children live in one-parent families experiencing poverty, isolation, homelessness 
and other complex issues. The children we work with require a higher staff ratio as 
many have additional needs. Our Early Years staff team also work daily with parents 
supporting them in their parenting role. 

We have adapted our service to respond to the real needs of children whom are 
referred to us or present to us as there are no other suitable services for them. Many 
of these children are living on the edge of care; their parents may not trust 
mainstream family support services or Tusla and we work to build a relationship of 
trust and support so that both the child and parent develop positively and transition 
well to a mainstream ECCE scheme. 

Our service does not fit the current mainstream funding schemes for early years and 
we struggle every year to find the income to keep the service going even though we 
receive referrals from statutory agencies and we prevent children and families 
moving into care. We believe that the current schemes are primarily focussed on the 

1https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/775847-better-outcomes-brighter-futures/ 
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needs of working parents rather than inclusive early education and care for all 
children. 
 
During this period of closedown due to the Covid-19 crisis, our staff members 
continued to work full-time providing individual and group-based services to 
families through Zoom, a private Facebook group and weekly support phone calls. 
We have identified current challenges such as need for additional income for 
families, the provision of healthy meals to their children and need for support with 
child behaviour and development.  
 
To support the nutritional needs for children under the age of 6 years experiencing 
poverty and deprivation during this time we have engaged in the Food Provision 
Scheme administered by the Children’s Rights Alliance and we are delivering food 
parcels to a number of the families we work with. Additionally, we have been 
supporting families by delivering vouchers for grocery shopping as well as activity 
packs for children from fundraised income. Food poverty continues to be a major 
issue for young children and their parents. 
 
 
2 Reopening our Early Years Service 
 
There are significant positive reasons why it would be helpful for the families we 
work with to have our Early Years Intervention Service reopened which include: 
 

➢ Engagement in social interaction, play and learning for children.  
➢ Reopening will allow respite to parents and give them some time for 

themselves after long period of isolation.  
➢ Re-opening will allow lone parents to return to employment and education.  
➢ Children’s wellbeing and development will be closely monitored by 

professionals in their care 
➢ Re-opening will allow implementation of a range of tracked interventions 

required to adequately support the child and parent. 
We have also been consistently concerned during this crisis that children at risk of 
harm in their own homes were now not being seen by other people in early years 
services, schools or family support services.  
 
3 Challenges to Reopening 
 
There are a number of significant challenges we have identified to reopening for our 
specific service and client group which may mean we are unable to do so in the short 
term. These include: 

 
➢ Parents are concerned about returning to early years services. Many of them 

are going through stressful events and situations and this has been affecting 
the whole family including their young children. Returning to services may 
cause more distress and anxiety. Parents in distress might decide to remove 
their children from the service after a few days of reopening. 

➢ There will be fewer opportunities for focusing on child-centred practice 
considering that both EY professionals and parents cannot ensure that 
children will experience a smooth transition from home into the setting. 
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Transition for children can be extremely hard while the professionals who  
have not engaged with them for number of months are wearing masks and 
measuring their temperature on the way into the service.  This might be 
extremely scary for children under 3 years old and potentially, the special 
relationship that we have developed with children over time may be impacted. 
 

➢ Many of the values reflected in policies but also in Aistear2 and Síolta3 will be 
compromised (partnership with parents, interactions, and rich learning 
environments) and this can have an impact on children’s emotional 
development and well-being. 
 

➢ Vulnerable parents attending our service need continuous reassurance and 
feedback and by not being able to give that in person, our partnership with 
parents may be affected.  
 

➢ A large amount of time will be needed for cleaning, sterilising, disinfection, 
completing records and risk assessments. This can further affect and limit the 
time available for daily provision of regular, detailed feedback to parents 
through phone calls and online sessions after the children have left for the 
day. 

 
➢ Child or a staff member contracting Covid-19 and as result of that, the service 

potentially closing for a period of time. 
 

➢ Continuous financial investment in the sector as a whole is needed so that 
services can be sustainable and ensure quality of practice as well as lower 
turnover and staff satisfaction.  
 

4  Funding  
 
As we previously mentioned our particular holistic service (like many community-
based services) do not meet the parameters of the mainstream funding schemes and 
we constantly struggle to generate sufficient funding to run the service. In 2020 we 
will receive €15,552 from The Community Childcare Subvention Plus 
(CCSP) Programme managed by Pobal and we will be providing an in-depth service 
to the most vulnerable children and their parents. Our service actually costs 
approximately €88,000 per year to provide and in 2019 we were deducted €4,011 
from our grant as a young homeless child arrived 30 minutes late for a number of 
sessions. This punitive and inflexible approach to funding makes it very challenging 
in a service such as ours which tries to meet the needs of vulnerable families. 
It is important that funders and  policy makers in relation to early years provision in 
Ireland understand that specialist services such as ours are invaluable in providing 
critical services to vulnerable families and that appropriate funding models are 
developed to support this work. The National Childcare Scheme is currently distant 
from that. 

 
2Aistear. (2009). Dublin: National Council for Curriculum and 
Assessment.http://www.ncca.biz/Aistear/pdfs/PrinciplesThemes_ENG/PrinciplesThemes_ENG.pdf 
3Síolta, (2010). The National Quality Framework For Early Childhood Education. Dublin: Stationery 
Office. 
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We are concerned as flexibility is now required in the administration of funding as 
we have many additional costs in the service and it will be impossible to provide the 
same level of service to the same number of children with the existing funding model. 
 
Additional work includes: 

• Staff time to take children from the parents at the door and bring them back 
out again at the end of the session 

• Additional administrative time to schedule all arrivals and pick ups 

• Additional administrative time for carrying out risk assessments, forms and 
relevant checklists  

• Additional time to implement practical measures to reduce the risk of 
transmission in the setting (development of policies and procedures). 

• Time for staff induction and training as well as keeping up to date with the  
latest advice from Government and the HSE 

• Significant additional time that is required to sterilise everything in the early 
years room every day ie all furniture, flooring, fittings, toys, feeding utensils 
etc 

• Providing parents with feedback through phone calls or online conversations 
after each session. 
 

A key concern is that if early years and other childcare settings are not appropriately 
resourced to carry out this additional work then private providers may be forced to 
increase parents’ fees. The proposed additional funding of €75 million to assist 
services to reopen is only a short-term measure and longer-term state investment in 
the sector across all child age groups is needed. In the absence of this state support 
we believe that many private providers will need to review parents’ fees later this 
year to make their business viable into the future and to recoup any losses associated 
with Covid-19 restrictions. Community services may be unable to continue to operate 
if the funding schemes are not appropriately resourced and flexible. 
 
 
5 Access to Childcare for One-Parent Families 
 
It is imperative that as the restrictions are lifted, the childcare needs of parents 
returning to work or education are appropriately met and considered. National 
statistics consistently highlight one-parent families as being more disadvantaged 
than other groups and the impact of Covid-19 is likely to have a disproportionately 
negative impact on these families. One-parent families are consistently among the 
worst off in society and children in these families are particularly vulnerable to 
poverty and deprivation. They are five times more likely to live in consistent poverty 
than two-parent households and have the lowest disposable income and highest 
deprivation and at-risk of poverty rates of all households with children in the State4. 
They are also disproportionately represented in the homeless figures.5  
The poverty rate among Ireland’s working one-parent families more than doubled in 
the five years from 2012 and their living standards are now among the worst in 

 
4CSO Survey on Income and Living Conditions (SILC 2018). Accessible at: 
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-
silc/surveyonincomeandlivingconditionssilc2018/ 
5Homelessness Report: April 2020. Dublin: Department of Housing Planning and Local Government. 
Accessible at: https://www.housing.gov.ie/housing/homelessness/homelessness-report-april-2020 
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Europe.6 These poverty and deprivation rates are likely to increase if the childcare 
needs of one-parent families are not appropriately met and parents are forced out of 
work as a result. 
The employment rate of lone parents (aged 15-64) in Q2 2019, whose youngest child 
was aged 0 to 5 years was 60% compared to 67.5%  where the youngest child was 
aged 6 to 11 and 70.9% where the youngest child was aged 12 to 17. This indicates 
that the majority of lone parents were engaged in work prior to Covid-19 regardless 
of their child’s age. However, the figures also indicate that female lone parents have 
lower employment rates than male lone parents. For example, male lone parents 
have employment rates of 98%, 77% and 81.4% across the three child age groups, 
respectively.7 
Women, and in particular lone mothers, will be disproportionately impacted by the 
reduced capacity in early years and childcare settings and this will inevitably lead to 
women being pushed out of the labour market due to Covid-19. Employers who need 
to reduce their workforce this year as a result of the pandemic may target women 
who cannot consistently present for work due to a lack of childcare options. 
Government activation measures aim to ensure that females can attain similar levels 
of attachment to the labour market as men, which is in line with our Europe 2020 
targets to increase female labour market participation. This cannot be achieved if 
their childcare needs are ignored or not properly resourced by government, so that 
work is incentivised and accessible. 
The provision of affordable, accessible, and quality childcare, including early years 
and school age childcare is essential if lone parents are to return to work or continue 
their educational progression both during and post Covid-19 restrictions. Formal 
childcare provision enables many lone parents to gain more time to pursue 
education, employment, personal development, and community engagement, should 
they wish to do so. These pursuits are more important than ever as we begin to assess 
the financial, emotional and psychological impacts of the public health restrictions 
on vulnerable and disadvantaged groups.  
Particular attention must also be paid to school age childcare and the needs of older 
children, when parents are in shift or short-term work. Prior to Covid-19, the 
inflexibility of mainstream working conditions, and a persistent lack of work-family 
balance arrangements, meant that many lone parents were unable to take up full-
time or highly structured work. It is likely that schools will not reopen at full capacity 
as long as social distancing guidelines remain in place which presents further 
challenges as a childcare gap will emerge for working lone parents who often 
structure their working hours around the traditional school timetable.  
Similarly, the reliance on family or other informal supports to look after children 
such as grandparents and friends has become almost impossible due to public health 
advice regarding social distancing and cocooning of the elderly. This further widens 
the gap and means that lone parents are more reliant than ever on safe, accessible 
and affordable childcare which facilitates their engagement in education or work, 
while ensuring the needs of their children are being met in a quality childcare setting. 

 
6 Society of St Vincent de Paul (SVP) Working, Parenting and Struggling, 2019. Accessible at: 

https://www.svp.ie/news-media/publications/social-justice-publications/working,-parenting-and-

struggling-full-report.aspx 
7 Labour Force Survey Households and Family Units. Accessible 
at: https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/lfshfu/lfshouseholdsandfamilyunitsq22019/ 
Labour Force Survey Households and Family Units. Accessible 
at: https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/lfshfu/lfshouseholdsandfamilyunitsq22019/ 
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While these are issues faced by many working families around the country, they have 
a greater impact on those parenting alone who have sole responsibility for their 
children and do not have the option of one parent staying at home to meet any 
unplanned childcare gaps created by the current restrictions.  
A high-quality childcare system of supports, supported by sufficient state funding, 
meets some of these dilemmas. Overall, the paramount and overriding rationale for 
childcare provision during and after the current pandemic must be children’s 
wellbeing. All children in vulnerable families, including many one-parent families, 
will continue to need targeted supports. It is well established that access to quality 
and affordable childcare enhances children’s development and socialisation in 
various ways8 and eases parental stressors.9 The transparency, regulation and 
government support of this sector, therefore, is extremely important. 
 
 
6 Recommendations  
 
Our recommendations to the Committee are as follows: 

• Seek a review of the National Childcare Scheme as part of Programme for 
Government with a view to putting early years and school age childcare on a 
national footing. 

• Ensure that lone parents are not discriminated against and forced out of 
employment or education due to a lack of childcare in the short to medium 
term. We are very concerned that the income security of people parenting 
alone will be negatively impacted due to a lack of childcare provision. 

• Ensure that DEASP makes the COVID PUP available to people who are unable 
to work due to having childcare responsibilities but who do have a job 
available to them. 

• Ensure that specialist family support early years services like the service in 
One Family can be adequately resourced despite not fitting the parameters of 
mainstream funding schemes. 

• Ensure ongoing state funding to the sector so that private providers are not 
forced to increase parents’ fees to recoup inevitable losses due to Covid-19. 

• Ensure that the extra work required to deliver a service during the pandemic 
is reflected with appropriate investment from the state for community 
childcare services. 
 
 

Ends  
 
 
 

 
8The Influence of Childcare Arrangements On Child Well Being From Infancy to Middle Childhood. 
Accessible at: 
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/sites/default/files/assets/document/Byrne%20and%20O%27To
ole_0.pdf 
9Parental satisfaction with daycare is a significant predictor of parental stress. Accessible at: 
www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1877042812040402 
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